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Practicing Reference . . .
Thanking and Being Thanked*
Mary Whisner**
Ms. Whisner contemplates the process of expressing and receiving appreciation for 




ciate	what	 they	have	done.	And	when	you	are	 the	generous	one,	doing	 favors	or	
giving	gifts,	you	like	your	friends	to	thank	you.	It	feels	good	to	hear	that	they	rec-
ognize	and	appreciate	your	thoughtfulness:	you	are	pleased	to	have	pleased	them.	




thank	or	 the	pleasure	of	being	 thanked.	For	 example,	when	 I	 get	my	hair	 cut,	 I	
thank	the	stylist,	even	though	he	is	just	doing	his	job,	for	which	I	am	paying.	He	
thanks	me	for	coming	in,	even	though	we	both	know	I	am	coming	in	for	my	own	
benefit,	 not	 his.	 The	 thanks—and	 the	 small	 talk	 we	 engage	 in—help	make	 the	
interaction	seem	friendly	and	warm.
¶3	Librarianship	may	not	be	 as	 intimate	 as	hair	 styling,1	 but	 it	 still	 involves	
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	 4.	 This	 difference	 is	 one	 I	 believe	 I	 heard	 voiced	 during	 a	 June	 2012	 conversation	 with	 an	
American	I	know	who	lives	in	Paris.
	 5.	 “[A]pologies	and	 thanks	are	used	not	only	as	expressions	of	 [the	 speaker’s]	psychological	
state	for	regret	or	gratitude	but	also	as	customary	speech	acts,	devoid	of	any	genuine	feelings	of	regret	
or	gratitude.”	Hye	Eun	Lee	&	Hee	Sun	Park,	Why Koreans Are More Likely to Favor “Apology,” While 
Americans Are More Likely to Favor “Thank You,”	37	huM. coMM. res.	125,	127	(2011).
	 6.	 Brian	L.	 Baker,	 Facebook	 status	 update,	 July	 18,	 2013	 (on	 file	with	 author)	 (quoted	with	
permission).
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¶7	When	patrons	give	us	more	than	a	perfunctory	“thanks,”	I	believe	they	mean	




























professor	 will	 receive	 a	 bibliography,	 a	 stack	 of	 printouts,	 a	 set	 of	 downloaded	
articles,	 or	whatever	 she	 requested.	 Some	of	 these	questions	 are	 fun	because	 the	
topics	 are	 interesting	 and	 they	 call	 for	 creativity	 and	 perseverance.	 Others	 are	
equally	challenging	but	not	as	much	fun.	C’est la vie.
¶10	Faculty	responses	to	our	work	also	fall	along	a	continuum,	with	silence	at	









that	 she	 knew	we’d	 done	 something	 extra	 for	 her	 (and	 that	 it	 was	 a	 somewhat	
tedious	task,	at	that).	This	summer	another	professor	bought	us	lunch	in	gratitude	
for	the	research	we	did	for	him	as	he	worked	on	a	Supreme	Court	brief.	Even	better	




and	the	department.	There	are	also	public	declarations.	 It	 is	always	nice	 to	get	a	
shout-out	 for	 reference	 and	 other	 library	 services	 during	 a	 professor’s	 endowed	
lectureship	 or	 at	 the	 annual	 law	 review	 banquet.	 And,	 of	 course,	 there	 are	 the	
thanks	in	footnotes	and	book	reviews.	As	always,	 it	 feels	good	to	be	appreciated.	
The	 public	 and	permanent	 expression	 can	 be	 good	 for	 the	 department	 and	 the	








thank	 the	 people	 who	 helped	 us—but	 who,	 how	 many,	 and	 how	 lavishly?	
Proportionality	is	desirable.	It’s	common	to	have	two	or	more	pages	of	acknowl-
edgments	in	a	book,9	but	not	in	a	law	review	article.	It’s	probably	more	appropriate	
to	 thank	 the	 colleague	who	 read	 and	 commented	 on	 a	 draft	 than	 the	 one	who	
picked	up	a	coffee	for	you	when	she	was	at	Starbucks.	Both	acts	helped	you	with	





dent	 editors	 considering	 the	 article	 for	 publication	 would	 be	 more	 inclined	 to	
think	it	was	good	if	it	had	been	read	(and	presumably	approved)	by	the	experts.10	
And	readers	of	the	published	article,	despite	knowing	that	it	was	only	edited	by	law	









	 9.	 For	a	few	examples,	see	Mary	Whisner,	Writing Buddies,	103	law libr. J.	677,	2011	law libr. 
J.	40.
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¶14	 The	 problem	 with	 only	 conveying	 gratitude	 privately	 is	 that	 it	 obviates	
some	of	the	benefits	discussed	above.	Just	as	being	thanked	publicly	by	faculty	 is	
good	 for	 librarians	 and	 libraries,	 it	 can	be	 good	 for	people	who	help	 authors	 in	
other	 ways.	 If	 Established	 Scholar	 A	 says	 in	 a	 footnote	 that	 Visiting	 Assistant	
Professor	 B	 offered	 insightful	 comments	 about	 Topic	 X,	 that	 might	 help	 B	 get	























dynamic,	 finding	 that	 gratitude	 diminished	 as	 indebtedness	 increased.14	 The	
authors	found








	 14.	 As	 is	 often	 the	 case	with	psychology	 experiments,	 the	 subjects	were	undergraduates	 faced	
with	hypothetical	scenarios—one	in	which	a	classmate	helped	the	student	move	(with,	alternatively,	
no	 expectations,	 expectations	 of	 thanks,	 or	 expectations	 of	 help	 with	 the	 classmate’s	 own	move)	
and	one	in	which	a	classmate	shared	notes	(again,	with	different	expectations).	The	authors	use	this	
quotation	from	Jean	Jacques	Rousseau	as	an	epigraph:	“Gratitude	is	a	duty	which	ought	to	be	paid,	
but	which	none	have	a	right	to	expect.”	Philip	C.	Watkins	et	al.,	The Debt of Gratitude: Dissociating 
Gratitude and Indebtedness,	20	coGnition & eMotion	217,	217	(2006).
	 15.	 Id.	at	236.
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others	.	.	.	contradicts	the	self-serving	bias,	as	does	any	admission	that	one	received	
help.”16	Balancing	 this	are	“[n]orms	of	modesty	and	of	credit	 sharing,	as	well	as	















	 16.	 Roy	F.	Baumeister	&	Stacey	A.	Ilko,	Shallow Gratitude: Public and Private Acknowledgement 




	 18.	 See, e.g.,	Austin,	supra	note	12,	at	1010	n.2	(thanking	a	Saint	Bernard	named	Colonel	Mosby).
	 19.	 For	 a	 wonderful	 send-up	 of	 authors’	 acknowledgments,	 see	 H.F.	 Ellis,	 Without Whose 
Unfailing Encouragement,	new yorker,	 Aug.	 23,	 1969,	 at	 24,	 reprinted in	DisQuiet please: More 
huMor writinG froM The New Yorker	163	(David	Remnick	&	Henry	Finder	eds.,	2008).
